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Participants in the Spanish Civil War Oral History Project share their memories in the
boardroom of the Centro Asturiano, where the flag of the short-lived Spanish Republic still
hangs on the wall. Left to right (seated): Aida Azpeitia, Melba Pullara, and Angeles Marti;
(standing): Alice Menendez, William Garcia, Ana Varela-Lago, Frank Gonzalez, Jose Oural,
Anthony Granell, Amalia Owens, Gus Jimenez, Alice Perez, Grace Pelaez, and Angel Rañon.
Photograph by Debe Phipps.

“WE HAD TO HELP”: REMEMBERING TAMPA’S
RESPONSE TO THE SPANISH CIVIL WAR
by Ana Varela-Lago
“It’s a shame that you could not have done this, oh God, ten years ago, when all these people
were alive,” Mrs. Aida Azpeitia observed as we were looking through photographs of the Tampa
Democratic Popular Committee to Aid Spain taken in the 1930s. Mrs. Azpeitia’s comment is one
I often hear when I interview participants in the Spanish Civil War Oral History Project. True,
much has been lost in the sixty years since the Spanish Civil War started, as the thriving
immigrant community that supported the Republic in the 1930s dwindled, and their descendants
moved from the original immigrant settlements to new areas. But, acknowledging and regretting
this loss should not prevent us from appreciating and enjoying what has indeed been preserved
for the past six decades. This has been one of the goals of the Spanish Civil War Oral History
Project.
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The original impulse for undertaking this project stemmed from plans to bring to Tampa the
traveling exhibit “Shouts from the Wall: Posters and Photographs Brought Back From The
Spanish Civil War By American Volunteers,” organized by the Abraham Lincoln Brigade
Archives (ALBA) to commemorate the sixtieth anniversary of the Spanish Civil War. With the
help of Fraser Ottanelli, Associate Professor of History and member of the ALBA Board, and
Gary Mormino, Professor of History and authority on Tampa’s immigrant history, I designed a
project aimed at both highlighting the response of the Tampa immigrant community to the
Spanish Civil War and also preserving this important chapter of local history. In addition to the
support provided by the University of South Florida, the project was awarded $17,000 in grants
from the Florida Humanities Council and the Program for Cultural Cooperation between Spain's
Ministry of Culture and United States’ Universities.
The cornerstone of the project is the oral history component. Since January 1997, I have been
conducting interviews and meeting regularly at the Centro Asturiano with community members
who have shared their memories and memorabilia of the impact of the Spanish Civil War in
Tampa. These meetings have facilitated the gathering of photographs, documents, and
memorabilia related to the Spanish Civil War from personal collections. The project will
culminate in a community exhibit to run concurrently with the ALBA exhibit from November 8
to December 22, 1997. The community exhibit will be held, appropriately, at the Centro
Asturiano, seat of the ninety-five-year-old Spanish mutual aid society where many events in
support of the Spanish Republic took place in the 1930s. Finally, the transcripts and tapes of the
oral histories, as well as material (or reproductions) from personal collections will become part
of a permanent Spanish Civil War collection housed at the University of South Florida Library
Special Collections Department.
Many of these items are already available to a worldwide audience through the internet. At the
University of South Florida library they have been scanned into a web page
[www.lib.usf.edu/spccoll/guide/s/spncwohp/guide.html]. This was made possible by the support
of the head of the library's Special Collections Department, Tom A. Kemp, and the expertise and
enthusiasm of its web developer, Richard Bernardy, Jr. Among the documents scanned into the
web page are a recording of the songs that used to be sung at pro-Republican gatherings in
Tampa, as well as an eight-minute video copy of a home movie made in 1938 by the late
Armando Mendez. The film shows demonstrators in a Labor Day Parade carrying placards
referring to the Spanish Civil War, and it also shows some of the activities of the Democratic
Popular Committee to Aid Spain in West Tampa.
Although much has been lost, a significant part of what the Spanish Civil War meant to
Tampa’s immigrant community has been preserved by those who participated and their
descendants who have kept alive the memory and spirit of the effort to save the Republic. Every
time we meet at the boardroom of the Centro Asturiano we are greeted by the Spanish
Republican flag that flew over the building from 1931 when the Republic was proclaimed until
1939 when a victorious General Franco announced the end of the Spanish Civil War. And one
does not have to do much prompting to have community members sing “¡No Pasarán!” (They
Shall Not Pass), declaring defiantly that Franco’s forces would not be able to conquer Madrid.
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Alice Perez (left) and her sister Grace Pelaez remember dressing up as milacianas and
singing ¡No Pasarán! at fund-raising picnics in West Tampa. Alice is shown at one such
picnic in 1937.
Photograph by Debe Phipps.
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The Tampa Democratic Popular Committee to Aid Spain was truly a grassroots movement,
where everyone, including children, participated in different capacities. In many ways, what
survives is the story of the impact of the Spanish Civil War in Tampa as seen through the eyes of
children. William Garcia was six years old when he demonstrated for lifting the U.S. arms
embargo on Republican Spain. Alice Perez and Grace Pelaez were five and seven years old when
they dressed in overalls and sang “¡No Pasarán!” at the picnics organized by the Popular
Committee. Gus Jimenez was eight when he helped his grandfather, the Spanish Republican
consul, move the flags across the map of Spain and asked innocently: “When are we gonna win,
Grandpa?”
Children were ever present at these activities with their families. “Wherever my parents went
there we went; there was no such thing as a babysitter,” explains Amelia Menendez, who was
seven years old when the war started. “When I was little, the children were not sent to a room to
play. We all took part in everything that was happening.” Because of their participation, they
provide a link to what Tampa was like at the time of the Spanish Civil War. We are fortunate that
these children have preserved this important part of Tampa’s history, and we are thankful that
they have agreed to share their memories.
The following excerpts from oral histories have been organized by themes in an effort to
provide a narrative from the reminiscences of those Tampans who experienced the effects of the
Spanish Civil War in a number of ways.
Tampa’s Latin Immigrant Community
“Ybor City was so much like a family and so many people knew each other and helped each
other. People shared...we were like one big happy family; I don’t care whether you were Italian
or Spanish or Cuban...we were all just close.” (Mrs. Amalia L. Owens)
“I never talked English until I went to school, and I believe the majority of the people that were
in West Tampa and Ybor City were in the same boat as I was. If you came to Ybor City [for]
anything, you need[ed] an interpreter.” (Mr. Andrew R. Espolita)
“I remember a very close-knit community where everybody knew each other. We visited a lot
back and forth in the neighborhood, and there was always this feeling of helping each other, of
unity.... There was also the feeling of belonging to these clubs. Also the fact that the clubs had
these medical programs. I remember when I went to high school I was shocked. I took it for
granted as a child that whenever I was sick I’d go to the clinic with the recibo, that’s the receipt
that you paid every month, 25 cents or 50 cents. I went to high school and the kids were very
sick and I’d say: ‘Well did you go to the doctor?’ ‘Well no I can’t.... we can’t afford it.’ It took
me awhile to understand how come I could go to a doctor. And my parents were poor too in a
sense.... There was that aspect. Not only the social aspect of the clubs, which tied this community
together – the Cuban, the Italian, the Spanish.” (Mrs. Delia P. Sanchez)
“We were in the middle of the depression. I remember my mother making underwear out of the
sacks that the flour for the restaurant came in, or that rice for the restaurant came in. They’d
bleach it first to get rid of labels. And then make slips. And in the summertime you never wore
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The Centro Español Sanatorio provided medical services to club members.
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.

any shoes. You would wear shoes until you wore a hole through them, and then you’d put
cardboard inside, and wear them some more and then take them to the shoe shop for half soles,
and wear them again.” (Mr. William F. Garcia)
“When my father wasn’t drilling wells, he was going around to the different shipyards to find
out if they had any piecework that he could do. I remember my father drilling wells maybe for a
grocer, or for a milkman and many times they couldn’t afford to pay him. So we took it out in
trade. Sometimes we got groceries for a number of weeks in payment for my father’s work. And
the same thing with the dairies.” (Mrs. Amelia B. Menendez)
“When my dad had the coffee mill, he used to deliver coffee, and before we went to a certain
house we would buy a quart of milk and a loaf of bread because he thought probably this was the
only dinner or food that they had in a couple of days. It wasn’t like now that you can get food
stamps, but there were soup kitchens all over the place....For a small city, it was really bad.” (Mr.
Frank A. Gonzalez)
“My father was a reader in a cigar factory. The workers paid his salary. When the depression
came, he was out of a job. So, what little money he could put together he got an old beat-up truck
and ha started delivering ice; he bought a cow to feed me and we had chickens and this is how
we survived the Great Depression.” (Mr. Joaquin de la Llana)
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Jose R. Oural and his sister Melba in Galicia
in 1936, two weeks before General Franco’s
uprising. They lived with their mother in
Galicia while their father remained in
Tampa.

Ramon Oural reunited with his wife Josefa
and their children Melba and Jose when they
returned to the United States in November
1936.

Photograph courtesy of Jose R. Oural.

Photograph courtesy of Jose R. Oural.

1936: The Spanish Civil War Begins
“The revolution started in 1936. In August or September of 1936 I received papers to serve
[General Francisco] Franco, because I was living in Galicia [Spain]. My mother wrote my father
about it and my father made all the provisions for us to come to the United States. Now, when
we were there we didn’t see any battles, but we did see the Moors, los moros. They had gone in
there, brought in by Franco’s army, the rebel army. And I was very impressed with them. I guess
I was not impressed but more or less afraid. We were all forced to line the streets up, to watch
them go and give the Nazi salute, the right hand up salute.” (Mr. Jose R. Oural)
“My mother and I went on to Gijón [Spain] to get an English cargo ship, and they [Franco’s
forces] threw 15 bombs at the ship, but they didn’t hit it at all. It took us five days to get to
France. My mother thought that we could just get off of that ship, and go on into France; into
Paris, to claim my father and my sister and my aunt. But they didn’t let us. They had gendarmes
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Aida Prida (right) in Asturias in 1936. She
returned with her mother to the United
States in 1938.
Photograph courtesy of Aida P. Gonzalez.

Lino Prida, the father of Aida, was a Tampa
businessman who returned to his native
Spain, became the first Republican mayor of
his town and was killed during the war.
Photograph courtesy of Aida P. Gonzalez.

and doctors giving us all kinds of shots, because they were afraid that we would bring diseases
from the war. They took us into a train and they closed all the doors on the train. They put
gendarmes around all the coaches, and they didn’t let us get out of there. We stayed over there
for about a week. They would bring us a loaf of French bread every morning and a can of foie
gras, and that’s what we had all day to eat and we had to drink the water out of the lavatory. We
were there for eight days. And then the train took off and took us back to Spain.
“But in the meantime, Franco took possession of Asturias. So they took us to Puigcerda in
Catalonia. We couldn’t get in touch with my father, and there was no way to get in touch with us,
at all. So my mother wrote her mother and her brother in Tampa. And they would write to us,
and we would know how everybody was through that. They wrote us from Tampa saying that
my father had died, on the 3rd of June [1938]. What I learned later on is that when he went to see
his hotel, that had been destroyed, and was talking to somebody, the Fascists came and beat him
up, and left him just about dead, and then, of course, he died.
“In the meantime, we had all these bombings everyday, everyday, and my mother and I we just
prayed and hugged each other and let it come down. Because it was a mess. People over there
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were crying and screaming and fainting. You were scared to death because the bombing was
terrible. You’d go down the street, and you’d see a head over here rolling, because, sometimes,
by the time the sirens let you know that they were going to bomb, they were already bombing.
The Republicans didn't have any way of defending themselves. The Russians sent some planes
and stuff like that, but they didn’t fight themselves and Mussolini and Hitler sent a lot of stuff to
the Fascists. It was the trying ground for World War Two.
“Our coming here had to be by my mother regaining her citizenship, because she’d married in
1919, and she lost her citizenship. [Mrs. Gonzalez’s mother had been born in Tampa but her
husband was Spanish.] But in 1920 anew law was passed that said that if you married a
foreigner, you still remained with your native citizenship. It took some time to get it all fixed up
....We went to Barcelona, and then to France because they had already paid from Tampa. My
uncle had it all arranged for us to get on the Normandy to come to the United States, but when
we went to get the ship, they told us that we were refugees and if we came to the United States
the government would have to take care of us, and that they couldn’t do that. So my mother told
them that we had family over here, but they wouldn’t hear of it. So they didn’t let us go into the
ship. The ship left and we were there. In the harbor. It was just my mother and I, and we'd just
cry. We’d spend our time crying. Just like Mary Magdalene. I mean just crying all the time.
“My mother called that [Asturian] Senator’s son on the phone, and he came over and took us to
the shipline to see what was wrong. And of course he was translating French to Spanish, back to
Spanish. So my mother kept quiet all the time, you know, just taking it. And then she asked him:
‘Does anybody speak English over here?’ And he asked, and they said yes. So my mother really
gave them the one-two-three. When they saw that she was speaking English, they didn’t know
what to do. And she explained what they had done to her because at the ship we couldn’t talk,
because everything was French and we didn’t speak French. So, somebody over there said:
‘Okay, we’re gonna fix it up, don’t worry about it, we’re gonna fix it up.’ And they took us to a
hotel, and we were there a little over a week....Then we came to New York; we got in this
country the 19th of December, 1938.” (Mrs. Aida P. Gonzalez)
Tampans React to the Bombings
“I still remember, it is still implanted in my mind. I’m not sure if it was a picture in a magazine
or in the newsreel. When they were bombing the city, an elderly man holding a little girl and
looking up. I’ll never forget that. And another one was after the Rebels were practically winning
the war. Some of the Republicans were crossing through the Pyrenees, trying to get into France.
Another man holding, I don’t know if it was a boy or a girl, on his lap. And he would put his
hand over the fire, the flames, to warm it and then rubbed the kid’s legs with that.” (Mr. Modesto
J. Garcia)
“Henry Fonda. I was a kid during the Spanish Civil War. He made a film called Blockade, and
that stayed in my mind all these years....I remember the bombings. I remember the destruction.
And the children, sitting there by these buildings. Crying. Without a home. Because, let’s not
forget that it was the test time in the history of the world that bombs were dropped from planes
....And Blockade was pretty much telling that story of all the suffering and Barcelona and all that
occurred.”(Mr. Joe C. Maldonado)
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Blockade (1938) was one of several movies made about the Spanish Civil War.
Photograph from 1936-1939: La guerra de España en la pantalla.
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“The minute that we knew there was a war on, and how bad it was going for the people, not for
the military, but for the people that were not in power. And it was really going real bad for them.
So everybody started, as they always do when somebody is in trouble, they all go to help the
person that is in trouble. And of course, the bigger the war got, and the fighting, the worse it got.
Then we knew that it wasn’t enough just to listen to what was happening and be interested, that
we had to help. So that’s when everybody started to help. All the clubs here in Tampa, they
started to help.” (Mrs. Alice Menendez)
Tampa Volunteers Join the Fight
“We started hearing about a lot of men that volunteered to go and fight in Spain. And a lot of
them went on their own, and a lot went with this brigade that they formed [the Abraham Lincoln
Brigade].” (Mrs. Alice Menendez)
“When the Civil War broke out, Pepe [José García Granell] left, went to New York, got in the
Lincoln Brigade and went back to his old country. I became aware of the civil war in Spain
...when I heard that Pepe was leaving...‘se va pa España’ [he’s going to Spain]. ‘What is he
going to do in Spain?’ ‘There’s a conflict in Spain. A civil war in Spain.’ That’s when I learned
about that. Then, later on they learned that the youngest brother [Oscar García Granell] was also
involved, but with Franco. . . .
Pepe was a POW for eighteen months....Oscar managed to go to this camp after the war to get
his brother out of there, and hide him some place in Pravia [Asturias]. Because if his brother
wouldn’t have done that, they would have killed Pepe. Pepe was very outspoken, very devoted
for his cause....He was injured; he died and he’s buried in Spain, and I’m pretty sure he was
buried in Pravia.” (Mr. Anthony Granell talking about his uncles, José and Oscar García Granell)
“I remember seeing the men; I remember this particular man who came back and had been
injured. I remember the top of the ear being missing, from a bullet I guess, and I think he also
had an arm wound. I think he couldn’t move one arm very well. And I know he had been to the
war in Spain. I know that there were several others, but this is the one, I don’t remember his
name. But it seems that I can remember his face so clearly.” (Mrs. Amelia B. Menendez)
“When the volunteers came back they were heroes in the community. They had gone to fight
for liberty and for what was right.” (Mr. Frank J. Perez, Sr.)
The Spanish Consul in Tampa
“I never considered my grandfather [Gustavo Jimenez] to be a liberal – my grandfather was
very, very conservative. Very Victorian. I guess he felt the Republic was the right thing for Spain
at that particular time. Since all the rest of the world was democracies, and they were getting rid
of all the royal houses at that time. And supposedly, since Mussolini had taken over Italy during
the ’20s, I guess he preferred that to Fascism. Grandfather, I still see him as a conservative. He
was anti-Communist, for sure.
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“I distinctly remember the arguments between
my grandmother and him. She would look at the
purple flag and she’d say, ‘That flag doesn’t do a
thing for me. The yellow one raises flutters in my
heart.’ And he would yell across, ‘You’re nothing
but a Fascist!’ And she would yell back, ‘And
you’re just nothing but a Communist!’ And he’d
pound the table with his fist and all the plates
would jump up and down. And two seconds later
they were fine, there was no problem. But every
so often they had to have one of those outbursts.
“I remember helping him cut things out of the
newspaper. One of the things he had to do was
read anything that was published that came across
his desk – or he could buy – that had anything
about the war. Or about the Republic. Good or
bad. Clip it. No copy machines. He had to buy two
of everything. He would keep a copy, and he
would send another copy to Madrid, I suppose. Or
wherever he had to send things.
“He usually did most of his business in the
José García Granell, one of the Tampa
house on Columbus Drive. I can remember the
volunteers who joined the Abraham Lincoln
room just like we’re sitting here, and one whole
Brigade.
wall was a map of Spain. With a ladder, a small
Photograph courtesy of Mrs. W.C. Dickey.
ladder to go up. And that’s where he kept track of
the progress of the war. And I used to change the
flags back and forth and I'd always ask him: ‘When are we gonna win, Grandpa?’ and he would
say, ‘Don’t worry, we are gonna win.’ Well he died before the war ended, which is just as well,
because it would ha crushed him to know that. He was so sure that there was going to be
victory.” (Dr. Gus R. Jimenez)
News from Spain
“My father had a short-wave radio at home. And every night of the week he’d sit by the radio
and listen to the news from Madrid. I think they used to start the newscast by saying ‘Aquí
Madrid,’ and then they went into their newscast. It probably wasn’t very long. Probably maybe
30 minutes or so. And they gave statistics of how many people were injured and how many were
killed and how many airplanes were shot down and that sort of thing.” (Mr. Angel Rañon)
“[This family bought a short-wave radio] and a lot of people from the neighborhood used to go
over to their house at night when the news from Spain came in, to listen to all the noticias. ‘It’s
time for the noticias now.’ So we would all shuffle over there to listen to all the news to see if we
had good news or bad news....I remember when they were bombing certain places and how the
people who had families in the places where the news came from. That they had bombed here
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and there. They felt pretty bad because they knew
that eventually they would lose some member of
the family if the war didn’t stop soon.” (Mrs.
Alice Menendez)
“Usually when they got together at the Labor
Temple [which served as headquarters of the
Tampa Committee in Ybor City], many times the
whole auditorium was full. And, many times,
people standing in the back, they couldn’t get a
seat. . . .The whole community came together.
Very much so. Mainly through word of mouth,
through the cigar factories. And also at the time
there used to be these panel trucks with the
loudspeakers. They’d go up and down the
neighborhoods, with the loudspeakers, maybe
announcing a meeting that was coming...whatever
the item of the day was...that there would be a
meeting or there would be a social function of
some kind. And the people would just line up.
Anytime, every time there was anything like this
going on, any function of this type, it would
always fill the theaters. Whatever theater it was.”
(Mrs. Amelia B. Menendez)
“I remember the grown-ups all talking about
Don Fernando de los Ríos and [Marcelino]
Domingo, and La Pasionaria and so many of
these people went all over the country, talking to
people to get them involved in what was taking
place in Spain.” (Mrs. Alice Menendez)

Gustavo Jimenez (shown with his wife in the
1930s) served as Spanish consul in Tampa.
Photograph courtesy of Gus R. Jimenez.

“We had some prominent Spanish, like the
Ambassador, Fernando de los Rios, and everybody that was Spanish would want to go hear him,
and he’d tell them what was happening over there. We had a woman...I think she was a senator
[Isabel de Palencia], and she was a very good speaker, and Marcelino Domingo, and they would
tell what the situation was, and that they all thought that the government would prevail.” (Mr.
Frank J. Perez, Sr.)
Perceptions of the War
“My ideas reflected my parents’ feelings, and my parents’ feelings were that the Republic was
a legally instituted government and they should have been given the opportunity to rule the
country according to democratic principles. Like this country. They fought for the same
principles: liberty, and the pursuit of justice.” (Mr. Angel Rañon)
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The theater of the Centro Asturiano packed with people commemorating the anniversary of the
Spanish Republic in April 1939.
Photograph from Castelao, a U.P.G. e outras memorias.

“The fact that it was a matter of fighting for freedom and against Fascism is what I most
remember. The Loyalists were accused in many places of being Communist. The people here
were not Communist per se. They really weren’t. They didn’t belong to the Communist Party.”
(Mrs. Delia P. Sanchez)
“In college we had a professor, and he made a statement in class that the Republic was
Communist. And I remembered my grandfather. I banged the desk. He looked at me shocked. I
said: ‘Sir, where do you get those facts?’ I said: ‘I want you to know my grandfather was the
consul for the Republic and we were no Communists.’ He said: ‘Well, I'll research that.’ And he
researched it and he came back and he apologized in front of the whole class. He said: ‘The
Communists did back the Republic, and the Spanish Constitution allowed the Communists to
have seats in the Republic, but that didn’t make the whole government Communist.’ I said:
‘That’s what I was trying to tell you.’” (Dr. Gus R. Jimenez)
“My father wasn’t a communist or a socialist, he was just Republican. He had the ideas of a
democratic government like they have over here. He had been exposed to this, and he liked it.
And that’s what he wanted – a democracy. And he figured the Republic, the Republicans were
the ones to give it.” (Mrs. Aida P. Gonzalez)
The Catholic Church
“My father, as many of the men that came from Spain, had become very ‘anticlerical.’” (Mrs.
Delia P. Sanchez)
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Postcards that circulated in Tampa carried the images of General José Miaja and Dolores Ibarruri
(“La Pasionaria”), the fiery Communist leader who coined the phrase “¡No Pasarán!” The
postcards were sold at fundraising events.
Photographs courtesy of Amalia Owens.

“I was baptized in the Catholic Church but my father had no interest in the Catholic Church
and it went back to Spain. When he was in Spain he was an altar boy, and he saw a lot of things
that went on behind the scenes in the Catholic Church that he disapproved. And so consequently
he never went back to church.” (Mr. Joaquin de la Llana)
“My family left Spain because in Asturias, in the village they were in, if they didn’t attend
certain masses, their family was fined; they had to pay a fine. So my grandmother decided that
she just wanted to migrate to the New World. As a matter of fact, they were so upset with the
Catholic religion that when they came to Tampa they never set foot in a Catholic church.
However, they believed in God and they prayed at home, and did all the things that they
normally would have done in church.” (Mr. Joe C. Maldonado)
“The only recollection that I have of the church participation was a newsreel of Pope Pius [XI]
blessing some Italian warplanes. Whether they were going to bomb Spain, or whether it was
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during the Ethiopian campaign...I don’t remember. But I do remember the Pope blessing, in this
newsreel, the Italian warplanes and the reaction that it got from the audience which was very
negative. Booing and hissing and even back then I thought how inappropriate it was for a church
leader to be blessing a war machine. Whenever he appeared on the newsreel he was hissed,
booed, in the neighborhood theater.” (Mr. William F. Garcia)
“The Catholic Church in Ybor City, one Sunday in August, announced that the next Sunday
there would be a special collection for the Red Cross in Spain. Well, that was like a bomb had hit
this community. Everybody got so upset because they said this Red Cross meant Franco Spain.
So that Sunday most of these people did not let their children go to church, and two weeks later
we were supposed to go to [church] school. The greater part of the students never returned. They
went to public school. My recollection is that there were about 900 students in the school, and it
got down to about 90. There were 10 students in my class, in ninth grade, and it came down to
three. It was tremendous. If it wasn’t the ratio that I remember, it was somewhere close.” (Mrs.
Delia P. Sanchez)
The Tampa Democratic Popular Committee to Aid Spain
“The cigarworkers were paid in cash on Saturdays, and on the way out there would be people
standing there with small cigar boxes asking for their contributions, and they would give
twenty-five cents, a dollar, depending on how much they could afford. They collected that
money every week. And that money was used to buy blankets and medicines and bandages and
stuff. These were then packed and sent to [Spain].” (Mr. Frank J. Perez, Sr.)
“We collected every Saturday at the foot of the cigar factories, and actually times were very
bad; a nickel was a lot of money then. We gave them a receipt and everything, and we went to
the houses, we had addresses. [On a typical Saturday we could collect] maybe fifteen dollars.”
(Mrs. Angeles D. Marti)
“As young as I was, I had what you call a collector’s route. It was right from 26th Avenue all
the way to Martin Luther King [Buffalo Avenue]. I had to walk a long way. This was a business
collection. Every week I went. Joe gave me a quarter. The guy in the grocery store gave me fifty
cents, and they were just as poor as everybody else. The poultry market used to give me a dollar.
Oh, I was rich, with a dollar. A big feed company always gave me five dollars. Oh man, I used to
be in seventh heaven. So, then my daddy and I, we’d walk all the way up here to Eighth Avenue
to the Labor Temple. That’s where they had their office. And give our money out.” (Mrs. Aida
Azpeitia)
“We sold churros [fried pastry]. Every Saturday you’d get anywhere from 10 to 15 women
making them. We used to go out with two baskets. I think they put five in each little bag. I had
Seventh Avenue, and we used to yell ‘Churros!’ We started early, and we stayed there until
9:30, until all the stores closed. We sold churros from 22nd street to Nebraska, and very few
people said ‘No.’...We would get anywhere from a nickel to a dollar, and it was not just Seventh
Avenue and Ybor City. People used to go to West Tampa, and wherever they could sell it, they
would sell it. I don’t know what other part of Tampa they went to, but I know in Ybor City and
West Tampa, we churroed them out!” (Mrs. Melba Pullara)

Published by Scholar Commons, 1997

15

Tampa Bay History, Vol. 19 [1997], Iss. 2, Art. 4

Members of the Democratic Popular Committee to Aid Spain on the steps of the Vicente
Martinez-Ybor factory in Ybor City.
Photograph courtesy of Angeles D. Marti.

“My mother was very active – mainly sewing and mending clothes that had been donated to
send to Spain. All this through the Labor Temple. All this went to the Loyalists. My house had
turned into a warehouse. Everything was separated: children’s clothes, women’s clothes, men’s
clothes and so on. And a lot of people would come over....Encarnacion Rosete had the most. In
fact, it was when her house overflowed that my house became a warehouse. And people would
go over there to pick up items of clothing to mend, and also if any of the clothes were soiled or
anything they were all made presentable. And they were fixed at both these houses. The people
would take them and fix them, maybe wash them, iron them, bring them back all folded and nice
to be able to pack and send away.” (Mrs. Amelia B. Menendez)
“I remember how upset everybody was and how they felt like they had to do something. My
mother, for instance, who was a seamstress, used to do a lot of sewing. She would sew from
remnants – the little short pants for the boys and the little shirts, and the little dresses for the little
girls – to send to Spain....The labor union and the different organizations would send boxes, and
my mother, after she got through working and sewing to make a living, she would sew. And of
course we attended so many of the fundraisers that they had here at the Centro Asturiano.” (Mrs.
Amalia L. Owens)
“The clubs started to have different kinds of benefits, plays, and picnics – all kinds of things
that they had to make money. And they did make a lot of money. I know that we made a lot of
money because of the sums that I have read in newspapers. According to the size of the city, we
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did as much, if not more, than other bigger cities with bigger populations.” (Mrs. Alice
Menendez)
“Carmen Ramirez was in charge of the plays and the people. And those people had to work.
They worked in the factories. And then at night they’d practice until all hours of the night. And
they all had families, so it goes to show you what enthusiasm they had here.” (Mrs. Aida
Azpeitia)
“One of the things that the cigar manufacturers would do, is that they would take the scrap
tobacco and cut it up and make it into fine tobacco, and then they would package that in small
little bags with a drawstring. And they would get cigarette paper and put it on, so they could roll
their own. And that was shipped to the Spanish government soldiers.” (Mr. Frank J. Perez, Sr.)
“I was about fifteen, sixteen years old when the war started and, the thing that I remember the
most was when they would get together at a storefront on Seventh Avenue, mostly the women,
and they collected clothing to ship to Spain. And I sometimes went down there to help. And one
of the things that I did was help them pack cigar cuttings so that the Republican soldiers could
have cigarettes to smoke. And they put them in little bags, cloth bags, and all that went to Spain.
And I remember the collections that they used to make at the steps of the cigar factories, and
outside as well, and when cigarmakers came out of the cigar factories, they always had a quarter
or fifty cents, or whatever they felt they could afford. And that was all used to buy things to send
to Spain, medical supplies. And I believe they also collected enough to where they were able to
buy four ambulances that also went to Spain.”(Mr. Angel Rañon)
“We were so happy when we sent those ambulances! That was a big thing! A lot of money was
collected – a lot of money. When you stop to think that these people that were giving the money
weren’t making much money themselves. They were barely making a living.” (Mrs. Aida
Azpeitia)
“I do remember my father being very upset about the condition in Spain and very extremely
concerned about his family. He had received mail from them and they spoke of such deprivation
and hardship. Both he and my mother would gather whatever clothes they could find and they
would buy new clothes and wash them so that they didn’t appear to be new because you weren’t
supposed to send new clothes. And I remember wrapping them in burlap sacks and being sent
directly to the family in Spain. And whether they got all of them I don’t know; I do know that
they got some of them because they received letters saying that they had received the clothes and
what a blessing it was.” (Mrs. Dolores L. Garcia)
“There were a lot of protests and demonstrations, and I was involved, as a child, dressing up in
the miliciano outfit. I was about seven years old. And it was very emotional. I loved it. We
learned the song ‘¡No pasarán!’ and we’d sing it. Then we would make these signs [raising the
fist] and marching, and it was a lot of fun. It was something really to look forward to.” (Mrs.
Grace L. Pelaez.)
“I remember my parents talking about] the picnics, the fundraisers that were coming up and
that we needed uniforms and that we needed to learn songs and how terrible Franco was. And
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that was the extent of it that I remember as a
five-year-old. I mean, the excitement was getting
uniforms and learning the songs. And I remember
my father was always very emotional about it, and
every time I sang those songs I got chilled, very
emotional about it. Because that’s when I could
feel, more than listen or understand. It was this
feeling that youngsters get about things that are
emotional around them.”(Mrs. Alice L. Perez.)
“The children were taught that this was a very
important thing that was going on in Spain, and
we heard the talk all the time. So we did all these
things with a lot of willingness and enthusiasm....
We learned all the songs that they taught us, and
we learned dances that they did in Spain to do at
the picnics.” (Mrs. Alice Menendez)
“The kids all used to get together. We used to
collect newspapers and we used to collect the foil.
And I understand that they made sinkers and
things for fishing and would sell them. And I had
a friend that I think must have stripped his
mother’s lemon tree because he was always
selling lemons to collect money.” (Mrs. Amalia L.
Owens)

Children dressed up as milictanos at a West
Tampa picnic organized to aid Republican
Spain.

“We would gather those packs of cigarettes that
were discarded and open them up and peel off the
Photograph courtesy of Grace L. Pelaez.
lead foil. And the same way with the chewing gum
wrappers and make them into a ball and the word
was that they were going to take this tin-foil and
make it into bullets. It wasn’t until very recently that I discovered they were using it to make
sinkers.” (Mr. William F. Garcia)
“I remember seeing the demonstrators, and they had little pins with the Republican flag that
were put on them, and then there was a big drive when the Fascists were trying to take Madrid,
and they would have this song, that all of them would sing in the Centro Obrero [Labor Temple],
in the streets, and everything: ‘Pero a Madrid, pero a Madrid, ¡no pasarán!’”(Mr. Joaquin de la
Llana)
“The cigarworkers where my mother worked in Garcia & Vega got together and they formed a
committee, and they said: ‘Let’s have a march to protest, and ask Roosevelt to lift the embargo
and to help the poor children that are suffering so much in Spain.’ And it was organized in the
Labor Temple in Ybor City, and we marched from there down to City Hall. And I remember
participating in that march, and the people were holding hands, going with posters and so forth.
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In May 1937, women cigarworkers organized and led a demonstration protesting Franco’s
bombing of open cities.
Photograph from the Tampa Tribune, May 7, 1937.

It was a very impressive demonstration. And when I went to the City Hall, and I don’t recall who
spoke, but they did speak there, and they asked the mayor and others to send a telegram to
Roosevelt to please lift the embargo so those people could at least have arms to defend
themselves.” (Mr. Joe C. Maldonado)
“The first political demonstration that I can remember was a march from Ybor City and the
Centro Obrero to downtown Tampa to support the Republic. I wasn’t quite seven years old.
There were women standing on porches and applauding and cheering and waving. And the chant
was ‘Lift the embargo against Loyalist Spain.’ The men all marched first in one group, and then
the next group were the ladies and then the next group were the children.” (Mr. William F.
Garcia)
“In the restaurant we always had posters for Franklin Roosevelt, and whenever he appeared on
the newsreel in the neighborhood theater, everybody cheered. And when he was speaking, your
parents wouldn’t let you get up to go to the restroom. You had to wait until after he finished; it
was disrespectful to get up when he was on the newsreel.” (Mr. William F. Garcia)
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“Everybody was very upset, as much as we loved Roosevelt, we were very upset with that
embargo that he had. They had one demonstration about that, and they went all the way
downtown protesting it.” (Mrs. Amalia L. Owens)
“Latins were very disappointed [about the United States’ neutrality law]. I remember them
talking. They said: ‘If they don't help now, they’re going to pay later.’ And it was prophetic.
They knew it was a mistake for them not to send at least money or technical help. Had we had
sent something to tell the Republican Army what was going on with the Fascists, they wouldn’t
have won the war.” (Dr. Gus R. Jimenez)
“I don’t think they were very pleased with the part that the United States played….Hitler tried
out a lot of his new equipment in the Spanish Civil War. A lot of good people died as a result of
his trying out his new fighting equipment, which later he turned on the American people. So,
maybe the world may have taken another turn if instead of throwing in with the Fascists they
would have thrown in with the Republicans.” (Mrs. Amelia B. Menendez)
1939: The End of the War
“Some of the clubs refused to fly the new Spanish flag, and they kept their old flag flying over
their buildings. There was a feeling of let down. It took many years before they were able to
bring themselves to go back to Spain, even for visiting.” (Mr. Frank J. Perez, Sr.)
“I think my father would have gone back to Spain if the Republic would have won, but with
[Franco’s victory] he lost complete interest of ever going back to Spain. Even in later years when
they retired, my mother wanted to go and he wouldn't go.” (Mr. Joaquin de la Llana]
“Everyone had family in Spain. And they complained that people were disappearing;
sometimes people would disappear in the night. People never forgot. A sort of calm came over
people. And people just accepted what had happened in Spain; you had to accept it. A lot of
people didn’t want to go because Franco was in power. My own family didn't go until 1958,
because Franco was in power.” (Mrs. Amelia B. Menendez)
“A lot of Spaniards came over with the idea of going back – of retiring, going back home with
money – and I guess when they saw Franco take over, they figured: ‘We’re not getting back.’
And I remember people getting information for citizenship papers almost constantly. Grandfather
[who had served as the consul] was dead, but they would come just to have my aunts write the
papers, or see if there was any record.” (Dr. Gus R. Jimenez)
“After Franco took over, a lot of people had to leave Spain or they would be imprisoned or
persecuted or prosecuted in Spain. After the war ended in Spain, there was a new group formed
[in Tampa], which was a take-off from the Frente Popular. It was referred to as Junta de Cultura
Espanola. They collected money by holding dances and so forth. And that money was sent,
spent, in helping the refugees who had left Spain, who were either in France or Mexico, Cuba,
wherever they had gone to.” (Mr. Frank J. Perez, Sr.)
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The Lasting Impact of the Spanish Civil War
“I became very fond and loved and enjoyed the reading of Ernest Hemingway, and one of the
reasons that I enjoyed him was because he was a Republican, and anybody that associated
themselves with Spain and the Republic was a friend of mine. The Spanish Civil War brought
me close to Spain because I became involved in something outside of here, the United States,
and something that I put my heart into – the Spanish Republic, and it made me a little closer to
Spain along with the family there.” (Mr. Joaquin de la Llana.)
“The fact is that at my age I don’t know how I saved all of this stuff. I guess because it was so
important to my family and to my mother. Whatever I got my hands on, I saved because it was
important to them, it was important to me.” (Mrs. Amalia L. Owens)
“The war in Spain, that was what everybody talked about and everybody worried about, and
especially being first generation American, my parents had family over there. So it was
something that you almost lived with every day. Definitely, and I guess it colored a lot of the
things that you did. Even though as young as I was, the Spanish Civil War was the theme of most
of our conversations, and I think later on when I was older I realized that what I think angered
me was being called ‘reds.’ The Republicans were called ‘reds’ mostly by the Americans. Now
that used to make me angry!...And then I realized that really the world war started there.” (Mrs.
Amalia L. Owens)
“The impact was more perhaps in terms of really being concerned about democratic principles
and about what can happen. When I was in college, I ran into people that very much remembered
the civil war in Spain, and I was surprised – I guess in my world I thought that it was just here in
Tampa....I had a Jewish roommate and her family had been very aware of what was happening in
Spain. And she grew up with strong feelings about democracy and the fact that you have to be
aware and listen and look, so that we don’t have these things happening here.” (Mrs. Delia P.
Sanchez)
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